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HOME- 
BASED 
BUSINESS 


"1  really  need  a  new  suit,  but  with  my  long 
arms,  sleeves  in  ready-to-wear  are  always  too 
short." 

"When  I  cleaned  the  closet,  I  found  three 
skirts  that  are  too  snug.  I  wish  I  knew  someone 
who  could  alter  them." 

"There  must  be  a  dozen  shades  of  blue  bed- 
spreads, but  not  one  that  really  matches  the  new 
bedroom  wallpaper.  If  only.  .  .  ." 

"What  a  darling  teddy  bear!  Would  you  make 
one  for  me?  My  grandson  would  love  it!" 

Remarks  like  these  reflect  a  need  for  sewing 
services.  However,  before  you  jump  into  business 
as  a  dressmaker,  upholsterer,  drapery-maker  or 
quilter,  ask  yourself,  "is  sewing-for-profit  for  me?" 

A  custom  sewing  business  in  the  home  offers 
many  advantages — a  flexible  time  schedule;  being 
your  own  boss;  and  low  initial  investment  in 
equipment,  workspace,  and  skills  training.  If  you 
have  small  children,  work  in  the  home  can  save 
costly  day  care  service.  Custom  sewing  often  be- 
gins as  an  income  supplement,  but  it  can  develop 
into  a  business  that  makes  a  substantial  contribu- 
tion to  the  family's  income. 


Personality  Traits 

Do  you  have  the  qualities  to  be  successful  at 
and  enjoy  a  custom  sewing  business  in  the  home? 
Think  about: 

•  physical  energy 

•  ambition 

•  initiative 

•  resourcefulness 

•  nerve  —  (risk  taking) 

•  tact  and  diplomacy 

•  organizational  ability 

•  self-discipline 

•  self-esteem 
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Perhaps  you  don't  h^^llipPx^^tS^^s.  Re- 
member that  although  some  trai^^mTbe  learned 
or  developed,  others  don't  surface  until  needed. 
Your  potential  may  be  greater  than  you  think. 


Family  Considerations 

In  any  home  business,  family  support  is  vital. 
It's  important  that  starting  a  business  in  the  home 
be  a  cooperative  decision  because  it  is  your 
family's  home.  too.  Family  members  will  have  to 
take  phone  messages,  greet  customers,  and  as- 
sume some  household  tasks.  They  must  accept 
the  fact  that  clients  will  take  some  of  the  attention 
formerly  devoted  to  them.  Be  sure  to  plan  quality 
time  with  your  family,  and  don't  forget  to  sew  for 
them,  too! 


Home  Arrangement 

A  separate  sewing  room  is  highly  desirable 
(especially  for  tax  purposes)  but  not  absolutely 
necessary.  Can  you  partition  off  part  of  your  fam- 
ily room?  Any  extra  space  in  an  empty  bedroom 
or  basement? 

For  dress  making,  consider  a  location  that  will 
provide  privacy  for/customers  during  fitting.  Be 
certain  a  full-length  mirror  is  available. 

A  desk  or  table  with  chairs  where  you  can 
confer  with  customers  gives  an  appearance  of  or- 
ganization and  professionalism.  So  does  a  display 
of  fashion  magazines,  pattern  books,  or  related 
materials.  Remember,  an  attractive,  professional 
looking  work  area  will  be  pleasing  to  both  you  and 
your  customer. 
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Business  Organization 

Home  businesses  can  be  formed  in  several 
ways: 

Sole  Proprietorship.  This  is  the  simplest 
type  of  business  organization,  and  can  be  set  up  at 
little  or  no  cost.  Assets  and  liabilities  of  the  busi- 
ness are  considered  the  same  as  personal  assets 
and  liabilities.  Therefore,  as  a  sole  proprietor  a 
creditor  can  collect  from  your  personal  assets  if  the 
business  has  insufficient  funds  to  cover  debts. 

Partnership.  A  partnership  is  co-owned  by 
two  or  more  people  who  share  both  profits  and 
losses.  A  custom  sewer  may  decide  to  expand  the 
business  by  adding  a  partner.  Partners  have  joint 
control  over  the  management  of  the  business  and 
its  assets.  Each  member  of  the  partnership  is  liable 
for  any  debts  incurred;  this  liability  extends  to  any 
personal  property  owned  by  a  partner. 

Corporation.  Custom  sewers  will  probably 
not  be  involved  in  corporations  unless  the  business 
expands  greatly  and  leads  to  more  opportunities. 
Forming  a  corporation  is  expensive  and  involves 
increased  government  regulation  and  taxation.  If 
your  business  has  grown  to  this  point,  discuss  the 
advantages  and  disadvantages  of  forming  a  corpo- 
ration with  your  accountant  or  lawyer. 

Contract  Basis.  Custom  sewers  may  also 
work  on  a  contract  basis  with  stores  or  other  busi- 
nesses. In  contract  work,  a  custom  sewer  agrees  to 
make  certain  items  or  perform  certain  services, 
usually  in  quantity,  for  an  organization,  group,  or 
retail  outlet.  The  organization  or  retail  outlet  then 
turns  around  and  sells  or  distributes  the  work  to  its 
clientele  or  customers.  Contract  work  can  be  done 
by  sole  proprietors,  partners,  or  corporations,  and 
involves  no  legal  fees.  There  are  some  federal  re- 
strictions on  certain  home  businesses  where  work- 
ing on  a  contract  basis  is  illegal.  Contact  the  Mass. 
Dept.  of  Labor  at  the  JFK  Federal  Building,  Bos- 
ton, MA  02203  (617-223-6751)  for  more  infor- 
mation. 


Should  You  Specialize? 

Once  you  have  decided  to  start  a  custom 
sewing  business,  the  next  decision  involves  spe- 
cializing. Specializing  is  focusing  your  business  on 
a  particular  service,  product,  or  clientele. 

There  are  many  possibilities.  For  example:  al- 
terations, bridal  wear,  square  dance  outfits,  skating 
or  dance  costumes,  monogramming,  vestments  for 
clergy,  window  treatments,  reupholstery.  slip  cov- 


ers, decorator  pillows,  quilts,  patchwork  designs, 
colonial  curtain  designs,  tailored  suits  for  the  pro- 
fessional woman,  covers  for  musical  instrument 
cases,  dolls,  antiques  doll  clothes,  and  repairs  of 
school  band  or  athletic  uniforms. 

An  advantage  to  specializing  is  it  allows  you 
to  develop  speed  and  skill  in  producing  a  particu- 
lar item.  For  example,  if  you  specialize  in  making 
draperies,  you  can  develop  your  own  time-saving 
system.  As  your  skills  increase,  you  will  produce  a 
better  product  and  more  of  them!  When  specializ- 
ing, consider  assembly  line  production.  Make  25 
to  50  items  at  one  time.  If  you  are  sewing  ap- 
pliqued  baby  bibs,  for  instance,  sew  the  applique 
on  all  25  bibs,  then  bind  all  the  edges,  then  attach 
the  ties  to  all  25  bibs.  Concentrate  on  eliminating 
wasted  motion.  In  addition,  when  you  specialize 
you  can  concentrate  on  what  you  do  best  and  en- 
joy most.  For  example,  if  you  are  not  good  at  fit- 
ting, perhaps  drapery  construction  is  an  area 
where  you  can  specialize.  A  major  disadvantage  of 
specializing  is  that  concentrating  on  one  kind  of 
sewing  business  may  become  monotonous  due  to 
repetition  of  steps. 


Business  Licenses  and  Regulations 

Each  state  has  licenses,  regulations,  and  other 
rules  that  apply  to  custom  sewing  in  the  home. 
Massachusetts  is  no  exception.  Some  examples  of 
licenses  or  certificates  are:  the  DBA  certificate,  the 
Business  in  the  Home  Permit,  the  Employee  Iden- 
tification Number,  and  the  Vendor's  Use  and  Sales 
Tax  Registration.  For  more  information,  request 
the  form  "Registering  As  A  Business  in  Massachu- 
setts" at  your  local  Cooperative  Extension  Office. 


Insurance 

Any  business  involves  certain  liabilities  includ- 
ing one  operated  out  of  the  home.  Your  home- 
owner's policy  will  not  cover  claims  related  to  busi- 
ness in  your  home.  Therefore,  you  must  contact 
your  insurance  agent  to  investigate  what  insurance 
the  business  will  require.  Along  with  personal 
product  liability,  you  may  need  to  consider  theft, 
auto,  and  disability  insurance.  Your  insurance 
agent  will  perhaps  be  able  to  simply  add  a  "rider" 
or  "endorsement"  to  a  homeowner's  policy  to 
cover  home  businesses. 


Pricing 

Perhaps  the  most  difficult  problem  for  the 
custom  sewer,  experienced  or  inexperienced,  is 
pricing.  When  determining  your  price  you  need  to 


include  all  your  fixed  expenses  (one-tinne  yearly 
expenses  such  as  insurance  and  registration  costs) 
as  well  as  variable  expenses  (changing  monthly  ex- 
penses such  as  rent,  utility  bills,  advertising,  mate- 
rials, etc.).  And  don't  forget  to  build  in  a  salary  for 
yourself,  and  profit,  too,  if  possible  at  first. 

Refer  to  the  fact  sheet  "Setting  Prices  When 
You  Sew  For  Others,"  available  at  your  local  Co- 
operative Extension  Office. 


Advertising 

To  be  successful  in  the  custom  sewing  busi- 
ness, you  must  do  quality  work  and  let  customers 
know  that  you  are  in  business.  Some  custom  sew- 
ers never  advertise,  some  do  only  initially,  while 
others  advertise  on  a  regular  basis. 

Advertising  can  take  many  forms — placing 
ads  in  a  newspaper,  weekly  shopping  publications, 
or  yellow  pages  of  the  phone  directory;  sending 
flyers  to  potential  customers;  or  distributing  busi- 
ness cards. 


Keeping  Records 

You  should  keep  financial  and  customer  rec- 
ords. 

Financial  records  will  show  how  profitable 
your  business  is,  identifying  areas  where  profitabil- 
ity can  be  improved  and  are  needed  to  prepare 
and  verify  tax  returns. 

Customer  records  will  help  you  serve  your 
customers  better  and  present  a  more  professional 
image.  Some  records  you  may  want  to  keep  in- 
clude customer  measurements,  pattern  alterations, 
references,  copies  of  work  agreements,  and  spe- 
cial notes  or  problems  about  serving  the  customer. 
Records  may  be  kept  alphabetically  in  large  envel- 
opes or  file  folders,  or  on  file  cards. 


A  Professional  Approach 

Here  are  some  ways  to  present  a  professional 
image: 

•  Work  with  customers  by  appointment. 

•  Use  business  cards  and  stationery. 

•  Establish  regular  work  hours  to  fit  customers' 
needs. 

•  Maintain  a  neat,  organized  environment. 

•  Keep  up-to-date — subscribe  to  professional  and 
trade  publications,  enroll  in  classes  and  work- 
shops to  learn  what's  new,  and  join  groups  with 
interests  similar  to  your  own  in  order  to  net- 
work, make  contacts,  and  explore  ideas. 


Reaching  Your  Potential 

You,  like  most  people,  have  potential  you 
don't  know  exists.  Sometimes  situations  occur  in 
life  that  present  challenges.  When  individuals  meet 
these  challenges,  they  are  often  surprised  at  them- 
selves. Starting  a  home  business  has  helped  many 
people  experience  that  same  feeling.  You  will 
never  realize  your  potential,  you  will  never  know 
what  you  can  accomplish,  unless  you  try. 

A  hobby-based  home  business  allows  you  to 
grow  with  the  business.  As  it  expands,  so  does 
your  knowledge  and  experience,  and  your  ability 
to  deal  with  it.  If  possible,  use  the  earnings  from  a 
home  business  as  supplemental  income  in  the  be- 
ginning. It  is  much  easier  to  begin  if  another  regu- 
lar income  already  exists.  Often  businesses  grow 
and  provide  a  substantial  income.  Gradual  growth 
is  usually  desirable  for  the  business  as  well  as  for 
the  new  business  person. 

Look  at  your  situation,  personal  traits,  and 
the  potential  for  your  business  idea.  Be  honest 
with  yourself,  but  don't  let  fear  of  failure  deter 
you.  A  home-based  business  isn't  for  everyone, 
but  it  may  be  for  you.  Good  luck! 


Adapted  from  "Sewing  For  Profit. "  North  Central  Regional 
Extension  Publication  No.  208  (Jo\;ce  Smith).  b\;  Margaret  A. 
Duffii.  Extension  State  Specialist.  1985. 
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